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ABSTRACT 
 
 Complaints regarding understaffing are common in the workplace and research has begun 
to document some of the potential ill effects that can result from understaffing conditions. 
Despite evidence that understaffing is a relatively prevalent and consequential stressor, research 
has yet to explore how work groups cope with this stressor and the efficacy of their coping 
strategies in mitigating poor group performance and burnout. The present study examines these 
questions by exploring both potential mediating and moderating coping effects using a sample of 
96 work groups from four technology organizations. Results indicate that work groups react 
differently to manpower and expertise understaffing conditions, with leaders engaging in more 
initiating structure behaviors when faced with manpower understaffing and engaging in more 
consideration behaviors when faced with expertise understaffing. Further, leaders’ use of 
consideration in the face of expertise understaffing was negatively associated with group 
burnout. We also uncovered evidence that leadership behaviors and work group actions (i.e., 
team-member exchange) moderate relationships between manpower understaffing and outcomes, 
though differently for group performance and burnout. Overall, this study helps to reframe work 
groups as active in their efforts to cope with understaffing and highlights that some coping 
strategies are more effective than others. Implications for theory and practice are discussed.  
 
Keywords: Understaffing, Work Stressors, Coping, Burnout, Performance  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 In the face of mounting economic pressures, stiff business competition, and tight 
margins, many organizations have sought to “do more with less”, including with their human 
capital. At the same time, workers’ complaints of understaffing have become common in 
organizational life (Newport, 2010). For example, in healthcare, nurses and other healthcare 
professionals have increasingly warned of dangerously understaffed hospitals (e.g., in New 
Zealand: Cann, 2017; in California, USA: Newkirk, 2016), and a body of research has emerged 
linking chronic nurse understaffing to negative patient outcomes, including illness and mortality 
(e.g., Clements et al., 2008; Stapleton et al., 2016), as well as negative worker outcomes, such as 
burnout and dissatisfaction (e.g., Aiken, Clarke, Sloane, Sochalski, & Silber, 2002). Similarly, in 
the retail industry, research has shown that many stores are understaffed during peak hours to the 
detriment of store sales and profitability (e.g., Mani, Kesavan, & Swaminathan, 2015), and retail 
workers have brought lawsuits against their employers for “intentional understaffing” practices 
(e.g., AutoZone, Rubenstein, 2011). Thus, there is growing evidence that chronic understaffing is 
a prevalent and consequential workplace stressor across countries, industries, and organizations.  
 Despite the high prevalence of understaffing in organizations, empirical research on 
understaffing remains relatively limited, particularly outside of healthcare settings. Additionally, 
in spite of the tendency of workers and the media to invoke understaffing as the cause of myriad 
business problems (e.g., poor morale and performance), the existing empirical research linking 
understaffing to organizational outcomes has been much less consistent, with evidence of 
detrimental, null, and beneficial understaffing effects all being observed in the literature (Hudson 
& Shen, 2015). Further, research on understaffing has tended to portray workers and work 
groups as passive and subjected to these workplace conditions, rather than acknowledging that 
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they are active agents who may seek to actively cope with this stressor and whose actions may 
ultimately have a strong influence on experienced outcomes. Thus, the overall purpose of this 
study is to examine how work groups cope with or manage understaffing conditions, focusing on 
both leader and team actions, as greater insights regarding these reactions may help to explain 
prior inconsistent understaffing effects found in the literature as well as facilitate the 
development of future interventions that can protect workers and work groups against the 
potential negative consequences of workplace understaffing.  
Workplace Understaffing 
 In the literature, understaffing has typically been defined as a situation where there are 
insufficient workers to fulfill the essential tasks and function of a work unit (Greenberg, 1979; 
Srivastava, 1974). Recently, Hudson and Shen (2015) advocated that workplace understaffing be 
re-conceptualized as a multidimensional construct. In support of their arguments, Hudson and 
Shen (2018) found that workers and work groups differentiated between manpower 
understaffing, inability of the work unit to complete its primary tasks and functions due mainly 
to lack of needed workers, which has been the focus of almost all prior research on understaffing, 
and expertise understaffing, inability of the work unit to complete its primary tasks and functions 
due to lack of needed knowledge, skills, or other abilities within the unit.  
 Despite research highlighting that understaffed groups are highly concerned about 
negative outcomes, with the most prevalent anticipated problems being poor performance and 
burnout (Cini, Moreland, & Levine, 1993), prior research examining the actual consequences of 
understaffing has been equivocal. As an example, some researchers have found that 
understaffing is negatively related to group performance (e.g., Aiken et al., 2002; Ganster & 
Dwyer, 1995), other authors have found that understaffing is positively related to group 
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performance (e.g., when controlling for group size, Perkins, 1982), and yet other scholars have 
found understaffing to be unrelated to group performance (e.g., Wicker, Kirmeyer, Hanson, & 
Alexander, 1976). Similarly inconsistent results can also be observed for other outcomes in this 
literature (e.g., job attitudes and motivation; for a review, see Hudson & Shen, 2015), though 
there appears to be more consistent evidence for negative consequences of understaffing on 
individual- and group-level burnout (e.g., Dietzel & Coursey, 1998: Rutter & Fielding, 1988).  
Coping with Understaffing 
 Coping is often broadly defined as “conscious volitional efforts to regulate emotion, 
cognition, behavior, physiology, and the environment in response to stressful events or 
circumstances” (Compas Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 2001, p. 89). Given 
that understaffing is a relatively common work stressor, it behooves scholars and practitioners to 
better understand how individuals, work groups, and organizations cope with this stressor as well 
as the effectiveness of different coping strategies on performance and well-being. In spite of this 
need, there is currently, to our knowledge, no research on typical coping behaviors associated 
with understaffing and little research on the factors or actions that can mitigate the possible 
negative effects of understaffing (for an exception, see Wendsche, Hacker, & Wegge, 2017).  
In the current study, we focus on coping (and outcomes) at the work group level-of-
analysis given that (under)staffing levels are inherently a property of the work group (Hudson & 
Shen, 2015). Further, much more research has been conducted on individual- compared to group- 
or team-level coping, despite the fact that arguably much of the work in organizations is now 
organized around and accomplished by work groups and teams (e.g., Devine, Clayton, Philips, 
Dunford, & Melner, 1999), who almost certainly also encounter work stressors. Thus, we 
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contribute to the literature by uncovering how work groups tend to cope with understaffing 
conditions and the efficacy of these choices and actions on group performance and burnout.  
One key component of understanding how a work group copes with understaffing is how 
the leader of the work group copes or behaves. Our focus on leader actions is in line with a 
substantial body of research that highlights that leaders influence how stressors affect teams and 
their members (Britt, Davison, Bliese, & Castro, 2004), including by shaping how the stressor is 
appraised (e.g., Zhang, LePine, Buckman, & Wei, 2014) and subsequent team member 
behavioral reactions to stress appraisals (e.g., LePine, Zhang, Crawford, & Rich, 2016). 
Additionally, focusing on leader behaviors is a promising avenue, particularly when 
contemplating future interventions, given evidence that leadership behaviors can be trained or 
changed (e.g., Barling, Weber, & Kelloway, 1996; Gonzalez-Morales, Kernan, Becker, & 
Eisenberger, 2018; Lacerenza, Reyes, Marlow, Joseph, & Salas, 2017) and recent calls to 
consider leadership development as an occupational health psychology intervention based on 
robust links between leader behaviors and follower well-being (Kelloway & Barling, 2010).   
In the current study, we focus specifically on leaders’ use of initiating structure and 
consideration behaviors. Initiating structure refers to behaviors that leaders take to define roles 
and establish standards in service of goal attainment, whereas consideration refers to leader 
behaviors centered on demonstrating concern and support for followers (Fleishman, 1973; Judge, 
Piccolo, & Ilies, 2004). Although a number of different behavioral models of leadership have 
been proposed in the literature, across various models, task- and relational-oriented behaviors are 
represented and recognized as important (Behrendt, Matz, & Göritz, 2017). Further, empirical 
research generally supports that even though different conceptualizations of task and relational 
leadership behaviors may not be isomorphic (e.g., transformational leadership and consideration 
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appear to be distinct constructs), they do tend to converge substantially and are strongly 
correlated (e.g., Piccolo, Bono, Heinitz, Rowold, Duehr, & Judge, 2012). 
Given that coping refers to the full gamut of actions that can be taken to deal with 
stressors in one’s environment, substantial variability exists in the literature regarding the best 
way to conceptualize the nature and structure of coping (e.g., Connor-Smith & Flachsbart, 2007; 
Skinner, Edge, Altman, & Sherwood, 2003). One key distinction often made is between 
problem- and emotion-focused coping strategies; the former refers to coping behaviors that 
directly attempt to change or address the stressor, and the latter refers to coping behaviors that 
are directed toward managing the emotional reactions that result from the stressor (Folkman & 
Lazarus, 1980). Given that initiating structure involves behaviors that serve to clarify pathways 
to goal accomplishment, it appears to be conceptually aligned with a problem-focused approach 
to dealing with understaffing. In contrast, as consideration mainly describes behaviors that reflect 
care, respect, and appreciation for group members, we reason that it is more in line with an 
emotion-focused approach to managing affective reactions that may result from understaffing. 
Importantly, prior research indicates that both problem- and emotion-focused coping strategies 
can be adaptive responses to dealing with stressors and are often more effective for adjustment 
than disengagement-oriented coping strategies (e.g., avoidance-denial; Compas et al., 2001) 
 Although understanding leader actions in the face of understaffing conditions is 
important, there is also value to understanding coping strategies enacted by the other members of 
the work group, including the work group as a whole. Specifically, in the current study, we focus 
on team-member exchange (TMX), the quality of social exchange relationships within the work 
group as a whole (Seers, 1989). Prior meta-analytic research indicates that TMX can increment 
above relationship quality with one’s leader (i.e., leader-member exchange) to predict a number 
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of organizational outcomes (Banks, Batchelor, Seers, O’Boyle, Pollack, & Gower, 2014). 
Further, recent research indicates that team member behaviors and relationships may be 
particularly important resources for teams when other resources, such as leader-based resources, 
are scarce (Farh, Lanaj, & Ilies, 2017). Thus, to complement our focus on leader initiating 
structure and consideration as possible coping behaviors to deal with understaffing, we also 
consider TMX as another way for the collective or group to cope with this stressor.   
 Overall, the present research makes three major contributions to the literature. First, we 
contribute to the literature by providing empirical support for emergent theorizing that 
understaffing is a multi-dimensional construct (Hudson & Shen, 2015), highlighting that 
reactions to and outcomes of manpower and expertise understaffing may differ in important 
ways and the need to develop the unique nomological network of each type of understaffing to 
advance occupational health psychology research. Second, we contribute to the literature by 
demonstrating that inconsistent prior relationships between understaffing and outcomes (e.g., 
performance and well-being) may be due to failure to consider and assess how work groups, 
including both the leaders of these groups as well as groups as a whole, actively cope with 
understaffing. Specifically, we do so by elucidating the complex manner in which coping may 
occur (detailed below), whereby some stressors may tend to elicit uniform coping responses 
whereas other stressors may elicit a variety of reactions, and by re-framing leader initiating 
structure and consideration as ways of engaging in problem- and emotion-focused coping, 
respectively. Finally, we contribute to the literature by examining whether the efficacy of coping 
responses (i.e., problem- or emotion-focused) depends upon match with the stressor (i.e., type of 
understaffing), which has important implications for future intervention development.    
Hypothesis Development  
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Historically, the role of coping in the stressor-strain relationship has been conceptualized 
in two ways: as either a (1) mediator or a (2) moderator of this relationship (Frese, 1986; Taylor 
& Aspinwill, 1996). A mediation model would indicate that there is a tendency for work groups 
to cope with understaffing in certain ways, which has downstream consequences for experienced 
outcomes. As an illustration, greater work group understaffing may mobilize team members to 
intensify exchange relationships to compensate for the lack of personnel in the group, and greater 
TMX is then positively related to group performance. On the other hand, a moderator model 
would suggest that a range of coping responses is possible or occurs, and how a group responds 
affects the understaffing-outcome relationship. As an example of this latter type of relationship, 
more frequent leader consideration behaviors, such as demonstrating care and compassion for 
group members, may buffer a team against burnout in the face of understaffing. Thus, in line 
with prior coping research (e.g., Calvete, Corral, & Estévez, 2008; Daus & Joplin, 1999; 
Devereux, Hastings, Noone, Firth, & Totsika, 2009), below we develop hypotheses for both 
potential mediating and moderating effects of different coping strategies on the relationship 
between work group understaffing and group performance and burnout, respectively, the two 
most common areas of concern for understaffed teams (Cini et al., 1993).  
Coping as Mediator.  
 When Hudson and Shen (2015) proposed that understaffing be conceptualized as a multi-
dimensional construct, they argued that manpower and expertise understaffing are likely to be 
viewed differently by workers and work groups. Specifically, they reasoned that expertise 
understaffing may be appraised more negatively and have more damaging effects compared to 
manpower understaffing given that in situations of expertise understaffing the work group may 
completely lack some key knowledge, skill, or other requirement needed to complete essential 
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work group tasks, and, therefore, view goal accomplishment (including group performance) as 
impossible and unreasonable for their organization to expect or demand. In contrast, under 
manpower understaffing circumstances, work groups lack sufficient personnel resources (i.e., 
numbers of workers) and may struggle to complete critical work tasks in a timely fashion, but 
may largely possess the needed expertise and may therefore still view goal accomplishment 
(including group performance) as possible and feel some sense of obligation or efficacy to 
pursue these goals. Thus, we predict that manpower understaffing should be associated with 
problem-focused coping behaviors, such as leader initiating structure behaviors, and expertise 
understaffing should be associated with emotion-focused coping behaviors, such as leader 
consideration, as the former situation should be viewed as more rectifiable than the latter.  
 Hypothesis 1: Manpower understaffing is positively related to initiating structure.  
 Hypothesis 2: Expertise understaffing is positively related to consideration.  
 Although we argue that the leadership behaviors of interest in the current study, initiating 
structure and consideration, align with problem- and emotion-focused coping, respectively, 
categorization of TMX as a particular type of coping behavior is less straightforward. Prior 
social exchange theorizing has argued that a key component of social exchange relationships is 
benefits, which one partner or party offers to the other that encourages reciprocation (Blau, 
1964). Benefits include “assistance, advice, compliance, appreciation, and instrumental services” 
(Colquitt, Baer, Long, & Halvorsen-Ganepola, 2014, p. 600). Thus, the benefits exchanged 
between team members can include both task- and emotion-related resources (Tse & 
Dasborough, 2008). Thus, we propose that both types of understaffing, manpower and expertise, 
may be associated with greater TMX.        
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Hypothesis 3: (a) Manpower and (b) expertise understaffing are positively related to 
TMX.  
These proposed leader and work group coping responses to understaffing should then 
affect key group outcomes. Links between leader initiating structure and consideration and group 
performance are well-established in the literature, including by meta-analytic evidence (Judge et 
al., 2004). Similarly, a number of studies have documented that TMX is positively correlated 
with group performance (e.g., Dierdorff, Bell, & Belohlav, 2011; Jordan, Feild, & Armenakis, 
2002), though the extant meta-analysis on TMX only examines and supports its relationship with 
individual-level performance (Banks et al., 2014).  
In the same vein, relational- and task-oriented leadership behaviors, which includes 
consideration and initiating structure, respectively, are negatively associated with follower poor 
mental health, including burnout (for a meta-analytic review, see Montano, Reeske, Franke, & 
Hüffmeier, 2017). Some research suggests that leadership behaviors affect follower well-being 
via followers’ job characteristics (e.g., role clarity, meaningful work; Nielsen, Randall, Yarker, 
& Brenner, 2008), though research on both the direct and indirect relationships between 
leadership behaviors and follower burnout has traditionally focused on the individual level-of-
analysis. However, prior research indicates that burnout can be “contagious” and crossover 
between team members within a work group (Bakker, Schaufeli, Sixma, & Bosveld, 2001; 
Westman, Bakker, Roziner, & Sonnentag, 2010), suggesting that leader behaviors may be able to 
influence group well-being as a whole via its effects on individual follower burnout. 
Additionally, research has found that group or team-level burnout can further contribute to 
individual-level burnout (Bakker, van Emmerik, & Euwema, 2006), suggesting a potential 
downward resource loss (or burnout) spiral over time. Finally, although to our knowledge no 
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research has directly examined relationships between TMX and group burnout, the broader 
literature on relationships indicates that high quality social exchanges are critical for health and 
well-being (e.g., Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). Thus, we hypothesize the following:  
Hypothesis 4: Leader initiating structure and consideration are (a) positively related to 
group performance and (b) negatively related to group burnout.  
Hypothesis 5: TMX is (a) positively related to group performance and (b) negatively 
related to group burnout. 
Coping as Moderator.  
 Alternatively, perhaps leaders and work groups vary substantially in their typical 
responses in the face of understaffing and how they cope or behave may then affect the 
subsequent performance or well-being of the group. Given that understaffed groups are highly 
concerned about poor performance and burnout (Cini et al., 1993), we anticipate that both 
manpower and expertise understaffing should be associated with both outcomes. Overall, we 
predict that groups that cope more effectively (i.e., those whose leaders engage in more initiating 
structure or consideration behaviors or those who have high quality exchanges among team 
members) will demonstrate weaker relationships between understaffing and poor group 
outcomes compared to those groups that cope less effectively. However, given prior arguments 
that expertise understaffing may be appraised more negatively and be perceived as more 
insurmountable than manpower understaffing (Hudson & Shen, 2015), we also explore whether a 
more emotion-focused approach (i.e., leader consideration) may be more effective in weakening 
relationships between expertise understaffing and negative group consequences, whereas a more 
problem-focused approach (i.e., leader initiating structure) may be more effective in buffering 
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teams experiencing manpower understaffing against poor team outcomes. Thus, we hypothesize 
the following:  
Hypothesis 6: Leader initiating structure moderates the negative relationship between (a) 
manpower and (b) expertise understaffing, respectively, and group performance and 
burnout, such that the relationship is weaker when initiating structure is higher.  
Hypothesis 7: Leader consideration moderates the negative relationship between (a) 
manpower and (b) expertise understaffing, respectively, and group performance and 
burnout, such that the relationship is weaker when consideration is higher.  
Hypothesis 8: TMX moderates the negative relationship between (a) manpower and (b) 
expertise understaffing, respectively, and group performance and burnout, such that the 
relationship is weaker when TMX is higher.  
 In our hypotheses above, we considered each coping response separately, arguing that 
any type of more effective coping response may provide the work group with key resources that 
should buffer the group against the negative consequences of understaffing. However, another 
way of considering coping is to examine responses more holistically or in totality. When 
considered in this manner, it may be the case that the importance or utility of team member 
behaviors depends upon the presence or absence of leader behaviors. In other words, perhaps 
high quality social exchanges between team members are less necessary or beneficial if the 
leader has already taken steps to address the task- or emotion-related concerns that arise due to 
understaffing. In fact, prior research suggests that TMX is most beneficial for individual team 
member performance when LMX is low, highlighting that these exchanges may be to some 
extent substitutable resources (Farh et al., 2017). Thus, we hypothesize the following:   
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Hypothesis 9: Leader initiating structure, TMX, and understaffing interact to predict 
group (a) performance and (b) burnout, such that the buffering effect of TMX on the 
understaffing-outcome relationship is stronger when initiating structure is low.  
Hypothesis 10:  Leader consideration, TMX, and understaffing interact to predict group 
(a) performance and (b) burnout, such that the buffering effect of TMX on the 
understaffing-outcome relationship is stronger when consideration is low.  
Method 
Participants and Procedures 
 Participants were individuals nested within existing work groups from four technology 
organizations in Taiwan that produce various technological products (e.g., semiconductors, 
electronic chips, and computer wafers). Specifically, we approached organizations that structured 
their work teams similarly (i.e., each work group consisted of four team members, including one 
team leader) to invite them to participate in our study, and each organization allowed us access to 
25 work groups. At Time 1, all team members completed measures of work group understaffing, 
leader initiating structure and consideration, and TMX. At Time 2, approximately three months 
later, team leaders rated the performance of their work group and all team members reported on 
work group burnout.  
In total, 382 individuals at Time 1 (96% response rate) and 400 individuals at Time 2 
(100% response rate) from 100 work groups participated in our study. However, to better ensure 
representativeness, we only retained groups where the within-group response rate was high (i.e., 
at least three out of four team members participated) at each time point. Thus, our final sample 
consisted of 96 work groups.  
Measures  
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 Work Group Understaffing. We used Hudson and Shen’s (2018) three-item measures 
of manpower understaffing (α = .90; sample item: “There are not enough employees in our work 
unit to complete all required job tasks”) and expertise understaffing (α = .79; sample item: “Our 
work unit is missing personnel with key knowledge and skills”). Responses were on a five-point 
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). [Manpower: ICC(1) = .22, ICC(2) = 
.52; Expertise: ICC(1) = .70, ICC(2) = .92].  
 Initiating Structure and Consideration. Initiating structure (α = .95) and consideration 
(α = .75) were assessed with 10-items each using the Leader Behavior Description Questionnaire 
(LBDQ; Stogdill, 1963). Sample item: “Does little things to make it pleasant to be a member of 
the group” (consideration); “Assigns group members to particular tasks” (initiating structure). 
Responses were on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always acts as described).
1
 
[Initiating structure: ICC(1) = .26, ICC(2) = .58; Consideration: ICC(1) = .20, ICC(2) = .49]. 
 TMX. TMX was assessed using Seers’ (1989) 10-item measure (α = .74). Sample item: 
“Other group members are flexible about switching jobs with me”. Responses were on a five-
point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). [ICC(1) = .24, ICC(2) = .56].  
 Group Performance. Work group performance was rated by the team leader of each 
group. Hudson and Shen (2018) suggested that inconsistent relationships between understaffing 
and group performance may be due to supervisors’ tendencies to use shifting standards when 
rating the performance of differentially staffed groups (i.e., two groups receive the same 
performance rating even though their actual performance is different because the groups are 
                                                          
1
 Given that the work groups in the current study are relatively small in size (four members each), we included team 
leaders’ ratings of their own leadership behaviors in order to maximize the reliability of the group level scores. This 
decision was made based on prior meta-analytic evidence that leader and observer ratings of initiating structure (ρ = 
.32; K = 10) and consideration (ρ = .31; K = 8) demonstrate at least moderate levels of convergence (Lee & 
Carpenter, 2018). Similar relationships were observed in the current data; 92 leader provided ratings of their own 
leadership behaviors and leader ratings were positively correlated with aggregated follower ratings (r = .44, p < .001 
for initiating structure and r = .21, p < .05 for consideration). 
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evaluated against different standards—the constraints and resources present). This phenomenon 
was first uncovered by Biernat and Manis (1994), who found that stereotypical expectations were 
not apparent when members of various groups were evaluated using subjective measures due to 
shifting standards, but emerged when more common-rule measures were used (e.g., men and 
women were rated similarly on a Likert-measure of verbal ability from very low to very high, but 
when participants were asked to assign men and women a letter grade for verbal ability, they 
gave women higher grades than men. This suggests that participants were likely comparing 
women against other women and men against other men, which constitutes different standards, 
when making subjective evaluations). Subsequent research suggests that shifting standards may 
also occur due to environmental factors when evaluating others’ performance; Pindek and 
Spector (2016) found that when actual performance was held constant, participants rated workers 
who experienced organizational constraints (e.g., equipment constraints, supervisor micro-
management) as higher performers than workers who did not experience the same constraints.      
Thus, in the current study we employ two different operationalizations of work group 
performance to better elucidate whether relationships between work group understaffing and 
group performance may have been previously obscured in the literature due, in part, to the 
dominant use of subjective ratings where shifting standards may be more likely to occur. The 
first measure is a more “subjective” rating of work group performance using Conger, Kanungo, 
and Menon’s (2000) five-item measure (α = .90) on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), where the standard or population of comparison is not made 
explicit, making the occurrence of shifting standards more likely. Sample item: “The work group 
I supervise has high work performance”. The second is a common-rule measure of work group 
performance, where the standard or population of comparison is made explicit by asking 
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supervisors to rate, “Compared to other work groups in your organization, please list at what 
percentile you believe the work group you are supervising would be ranked based on their 
performance”. Thus, if supervisors are shifting evaluation standards depending upon the staffing 
conditions faced by or other constraints or resources possessed by the work group, relationships 
may be more apparent when common-rule (versus subjective) performance measures are used.  
 Group Burnout. Group burnout was assessed using an adapted version of Wharton’s 
(1993) six-item measure of emotional exhaustion (α = .88), where items were modified to 
reference the work group instead of the individual. Sample item: “Members of the work group 
feel emotionally drained from work”. Responses were on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) 
to 5 (feel this way every day). [ICC(1) = .47, ICC(2) = .78].  
Scale Translation  
 All measures were originally written and validated in English, so measures were 
translated to Mandarin Chinese and back translated to English using standard procedures 
(Brislin, 1980). The resulting translated measures were then reviewed and verified by three 
bilinguals with expertise in organizational research.  
Data Aggregation 
Given that our hypotheses focus on the work group level-of analysis, we examined 
within-group agreement statistics prior to aggregation. Kozlowski and Klein (2000) suggested 
that ICC(1) ≥ .05 and ICC(2) ≥  .50 indicate sufficient agreement to justify aggregation. All of 
our variables to be aggregated met these suggested cutoffs, with the exception that the ICC(2) 
value for consideration was slightly below the guideline at .49. Thus, we aggregated group 
member scores to the work group level-of-analysis for each variable above, with the exception of 
group performance, which was only rated by the team leader.  
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Results 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations for study variables can be found in Table 1. 
This matrix highlights that work groups from the four organizations appears to differ 
systematically on some study variables (e.g., average level of expertise understaffing). Thus, we 
control for organizational membership using dummy variables in all subsequent analyses.
2
  
Coping as Mediator 
 Multiple regression analyses examining relationships between the two types of 
understaffing and proposed leader and work group coping responses are presented in Table 2. 
Greater manpower understaffing was associated with greater leader initiating structure (β = .86, p 
< .01), supporting Hypothesis 1. Greater expertise understaffing was positively related to leader 
consideration (β = .43, p < .05) and TMX (β = .60, p < .01), respectively, supporting Hypothesis 
2 and providing partial support for Hypothesis 3. Thus, these results indicate that the two types of 
understaffing are associated with distinct coping responses by leaders and work groups.
3
     
 In regression analyses controlling for organizational membership and both types of 
understaffing, initiating structure was found to be unrelated to group performance (subjective: β 
= -.08, p > .05; common-rule: β = .09, p > .05) and burnout (β = .24, p > .05). In contrast, 
although consideration was also unrelated to group performance (subjective: β = .13, p > .05; 
                                                          
2
 Our use of dummy variables representing organizational membership statistically controls for between-
organization differences on study variables. However, given evidence of mean differences on certain variables of 
interest between some organizations in our dataset, we also explored whether there was evidence that relationships 
between study variables differed by organization. Generally, there was little evidence (one statistically significant 
interaction across 15 analyses) that relationships between understaffing and proposed coping responses (i.e., 
initiating structure, consideration, and TMX) as well as relationships between proposed coping responses and group 
outcomes (i.e., subjective performance, common-rule performance, and burnout) varied by organization.  
3 Although our hypotheses posit linear relationships between understaffing conditions and leader and work group 
responses, some prior research has theorized that staffing conditions may be curvilinearly related to outcomes (e.g., 
Srivastava, 1974). However, empirical evidence supporting curvilinear relationships between understaffing and 
outcomes is quite limited, though this may be due in part to methodological issues (Hudson & Shen, 2015). We 
conducted additional analyses examining whether manpower and expertise understaffing were curvilinearly related 
to initiating structure, consideration, and TMX, but did not find evidence supporting curvilinear effects.  
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common-rule: β = .12, p > .05), it was negatively related to group burnout (β = -.18, p < .05). 
The same pattern of results was obtained for TMX, such that TMX was unrelated to group 
performance (subjective: β = -.05, p > .05; common-rule: β = .01, p > .05), but was negatively 
related to group burnout (β = -.20, p < .05). Overall, these results provide partial support for 
Hypotheses 4 and 5.  
 We then examined whether there was evidence for significant indirect effects between 
expertise understaffing and group burnout via consideration and TMX, respectively, using 
Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrap resamples. We continued to control for 
organizational membership and manpower understaffing in these analyses, so that they are 
commensurate with our regression analyses above. The indirect effect from expertise 
understaffing to group burnout via consideration was significant (estimate: -.06, 95% CI: -.17, -
.002). However, the indirect effect from expertise understaffing to group burnout via TMX was 
not (estimate: -.10, 95% CI: -.23, .01). Further, a multiple mediator model that included both 
consideration and TMX affirmed that only consideration (estimate: -.05, 95% CI: -.14, -.001), 
and not TMX (estimate: -.06, 95% CI: -.17, .05), mediated this relationship.  
Coping as Moderator  
 Since prior research has not examined coping behaviors associated with work group 
understaffing, we initially posited both potential mediating and moderating coping effects. 
However, given the strong relationships observed linking manpower understaffing with leader 
initiating structure and expertise understaffing with TMX, we chose not to examine initiating 
structure as a moderator of manpower understaffing-outcome relationships or TMX as a 
moderator of expertise understaffing-outcome relationships due to issues of multi-collinearity. In 
other words, the data above suggest that most leaders engage in high levels of initiating structure 
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in the face of manpower understaffing and most teams engage in high quality exchanges in the 
face of expertise understaffing, such that it is unlikely that there is sufficient variation in these 
behaviors or responses to moderate the corresponding understaffing-outcome relationships.  
 Table 3 presents the results of our moderator analyses. In examining moderators of the 
relationship between manpower understaffing and outcomes, we first examined main effects in 
Step 1, added two-way interactions representing the moderating effect of consideration and TMX 
in Step 2, and added the three-way interaction between understaffing, consideration, and TMX at 
Step 3. There was no evidence of any moderating effects of consideration or TMX on the 
manpower understaffing-subjective group performance relationship.  
In contrast, there was evidence of a significant two-way interaction between manpower 
understaffing and consideration in predicting common-rule group performance (β = .21, p < .05; 
see Figure 1). Simple slope analyses revealed that the relationship between manpower 
understaffing and common-rule group performance was non-significant at high levels (+ 1 SD) 
of consideration (b = .86, t = 1.15, p > .05), but was significant and negative at low levels (-1 
SD) of consideration (b = -1.76, t = -2.00, p < .05). Thus, manpower understaffing was only 
damaging for group performance when leaders tended not to engage in consideration behaviors, 
providing partial support for Hypothesis 7. Additionally, we found no support for Hypothesis 8, 
regarding the moderating effect of TMX on understaffing-outcome relationships.  
 In predicting group burnout, we uncovered a significant three-way interaction between 
manpower understaffing, leader consideration, and TMX (β = -.25, p < .05). This interaction is 
depicted in Figure 2. The form of this interaction is somewhat different from what was posited in 
Hypothesis 10. Specifically, supporting the importance of team-based resources, the relationship 
between manpower understaffing and group burnout was non-significant when TMX was high, 
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regardless of whether leader consideration was high (b = -.12, t = -1.34, p > .05) or low (b = -.02, 
t = -0.22, p > .05). However, manpower understaffing was related to group burnout when TMX 
was low, though the nature of the relationship depended upon leader consideration. Surprisingly, 
when both TMX and leader consideration was low, manpower understaffing was negatively 
related to group burnout (b = -.22, t = -2.46, p < .05). In contrast, when TMX was low and 
consideration was high, manpower understaffing was positively related to group burnout (b = .24, 
t = 1.90, p = .06; note that this simple slope becomes significant at p = .05 at +1.10 SD).  
 We also examined potential moderators of the relationship between expertise 
understaffing and group outcomes. In Step 1, we examined main effect relationships, and in Step 
2, we added two-way interactions representing the moderating effect of initiating structure and 
consideration.
4
 None of the two-way interactions were statistically significant across the three 
outcomes examined, failing to support Hypothesis 6. Finally, we were unable to examine 
Hypothesis 9 (i.e., three-way interactions between understaffing, initiating structure, and TMX) 
due to issues of multi-collinearity (i.e., the high correlation between manpower understaffing and 
initiating structure and the high correlation between expertise understaffing and TMX).   
Discussion  
Despite the prevalence of workplace understaffing across organizations, industries, and 
nations, little is known regarding how work groups cope with this stressor and the effectiveness 
of various coping strategies. The present study contributes to our knowledge on these issues, 
examining naturalistic behavioral reactions of leaders and work groups to understaffing 
conditions by exploring both potential mediating and moderating coping effects. Our results 
                                                          
4
 Although not hypothesized, we also examined whether there was any evidence of three-way interactions between 
expertise understaffing, initiating structure, and consideration in predicting group outcomes. None of the three-way 
interactions were statistically significant.  
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highlight that leaders and their work groups are active agents whose actions and choices affect 
and shape the consequences of workplace staffing conditions. 
Our results indicate that manpower and expertise understaffing elicit different responses 
from leaders and work groups, supporting prior arguments that there is value to distinguishing 
between these two types of understaffing (Hudson & Shen, 2015, 2018). Specifically, greater 
manpower understaffing is associated with greater leader initiating structure behaviors, whereas 
greater expertise understaffing is associated with greater leader consideration behaviors and 
TMX. Further, leader consideration is negatively related to group burnout. Thus, these results 
suggest that perhaps the reason why expertise understaffing may not be consistently related to 
negative group outcomes is because these conditions also tend to elicit some desirable leader 
behaviors or responses that mitigate against some negative consequences.  
   In contrast to the indirect effect linking expertise understaffing to group burnout via 
leader consideration, for manpower understaffing-outcome relationships, we primarily observed 
moderating coping effects. Further, the pattern of moderation varied depending upon the 
outcome under consideration. Although no moderating effects were found for the manpower 
understaffing-subjective group performance relationship, leader consideration did moderate the 
manpower understaffing-common-rule group performance relationship. Specifically, high levels 
of leader consideration appeared to be protective for common-rule group performance, such that 
greater levels of manpower understaffing no longer exerted a negative effect. Given that this 
relationship was found for common-rule group performance but not for subjective group 
performance, this suggests that perhaps leaders do tend to evaluate understaffed groups using 
different standards than more adequately staffed group and this practice may help to explain, at 
least in part, the inconsistent relationships between understaffing and performance observed in 
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the literature. Thus, it may behoove future researchers interested in examining performance 
consequences of understaffing to make evaluation standards or comparisons clear and explicit.  
 We also found evidence that manpower understaffing, consideration, and TMX interacted 
in an unexpected way to predict group burnout. Given the unexpected pattern of this interaction, 
it should be viewed as tentative and needs to be replicated in future research to increase 
confidence in its veracity. Specifically, the pattern is as follows, at high levels of TMX, 
manpower understaffing was unrelated to group burnout regardless of leader consideration 
behaviors. In contrast, at low levels of TMX, the direction of the manpower understaffing-group 
burnout relationship depended upon leader consideration behaviors. However, this pattern is 
likely the opposite of what many people would expect or predict as manpower understaffing was 
negatively related to burnout (i.e., greater understaffing associated with less burnout) at low 
levels of leader consideration, typically considered to be undesirable, whereas manpower 
understaffing was positively related to burnout (i.e., greater understaffing associated with greater 
burnout) at high levels of leader consideration. 
We cautiously interpret this pattern of findings as evidence that high TMX appears to be 
a potent buffer against the potential detrimental effects of manpower understaffing on group 
burnout; in contrast, leader consideration alone (without high levels of TMX) appears to be 
insufficient to mitigate the group burnout that results from manpower understaffing. However, 
the most puzzling relationship is the negative relationship between manpower understaffing and 
group burnout when both consideration and TMX are low. We speculate that perhaps high levels 
of understaffing are associated with lower group burnout under these conditions because it 
provides a justification for the poorer interpersonal relationships between leaders and followers 
as well as among team members, while the lack of such a stressor to explain these effects is 
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actually more exhausting (e.g., why isn’t our leader considerate and my colleagues offering each 
other benefits when there’s nothing or no constraint preventing them from doing so?). We 
encourage future research to examine this possibility and particularly to replicate this effect, 
given evidence that many interactions in the literature fail to replicate (Murphy & Russell, 2017).  
Theoretical Implications  
 The findings of this study provide important empirical support for recent theorizing that 
understaffing should be conceptualized as a multi-dimensional construct (Hudson & Shen, 
2015). Although prior empirical research has found that workers and work groups can and do 
distinguish between manpower and expertise understaffing, it also only resulted in limited 
evidence that the two forms of understaffing are differentially related to correlates (Hudson & 
Shen, 2018). In contrast, the current study produced some strong evidence that the two types of 
understaffing exhibit differential relationships with key correlates; work groups naturally cope 
differently with manpower and expertise understaffing and the most effective actions to reduce 
the impact of these two forms of understaffing on work group performance and burnout differs. 
Thus, these results highlight the need for further theory-building and empirical research 
regarding the similarities and differences between manpower and expertise understaffing.   
 The current work may also have theoretical implications for the broader study of work 
stress beyond understaffing. As an example, common theoretical perspectives invoked in the 
occupational health psychology literature, such as the Job Demands-Resources model (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007) and Conservation of Resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989), tend to treat resources 
as relatively fungible and always desirable. However, our study suggests that the moderating 
effect of TMX and consideration, which could both be conceptualized as forms of social support, 
differs for the relationship between manpower understaffing and group burnout—suggesting that 
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they are not interchangeable. Further, the three-way interaction between manpower 
understaffing, TMX, and leader consideration on group burnout we uncovered indicates that low 
levels of resources (i.e., low TMX and consideration) may not always be damaging for well-
being depending upon context (i.e., high manpower understaffing). Thus, existing theories may 
need to be expanded or revised to accommodate these findings (assuming they are replicated in 
subsequent research).  
 Finally, our study also has theoretical implications for the integration of leadership 
theories into occupational health psychology. Although some prior occupational health research 
has incorporated leadership theories (for a brief review, see Macik-Frey, Quick, & Nelson, 
2007), our approach differs and contributes to these efforts in novel and important ways. First, 
existing efforts to examine relationships between leadership behaviors and employee well-being 
has tended to conceptualize these behaviors as resources that followers can draw from (e.g., 
Inceoglu, Thomas, Chu, Plans, & Gerbasi, 2018), whereas we conceptualize leadership behaviors 
as coping behaviors. This difference likely stems from the fact that the majority of occupational 
health psychology research to date has been at the individual level-of-analysis; therefore, leader 
behaviors are factors externals to the employee and may be used as resources to facilitate coping 
but cannot be considered coping behaviors themselves. However, we argue that this is likely not 
the case at higher levels-of-analyses where leader behaviors may better reflect direct reactions to 
managing work stressors facing the collective they are leading. Second, by using a problem- and 
emotion-focused coping perspective to understand leader initiating structure and consideration, 
we highlight that it may be important to differentiate between different types of positive or 
effective leadership behaviors, which is less apparent from a resource perspective where all 
“supportive” behaviors may be seen as beneficial. This perspective may have inadvertently 
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contributed to a near exclusive focus on relationally-oriented behaviors (e.g., transformational 
leadership and consideration) in occupational health research (e.g., Inceoglu et al., 2018; 
Kelloway & Barling, 2010). However, our research highlights that future theorizing in 
occupational health should also consider task-oriented leadership behaviors as well as the match 
between various stressors and leadership behaviors, which may serve as coping strategies.  
Practical Implications   
 One practical implication of our research is that organizations and work group leaders 
need to be aware that understaffing can occur in different ways. The majority of prior research 
and media attention has focused on manpower understaffing and has largely neglected expertise 
understaffing. However, even if are no job openings to be filled, a work group can still feel 
understaffed and potentially suffer negative consequences if key abilities, skills, or expertise are 
missing within the group that makes it difficult to accomplish important work group tasks.  
 The present study also suggests that although most leaders may automatically engage in 
consideration behaviors when their work group or team faces expertise understaffing, which 
appears to protect the group against burnout, there may be more natural variability across groups 
when it comes to consideration and TMX behaviors in the face of manpower understaffing. 
Thus, a practical implication and possible future intervention may be to teach or train leaders and 
work groups to recognize and engage in greater consideration and intensify TMX when faced 
with greater manpower understaffing conditions. Furthermore, the intervention or training could 
emphasize enhancing consideration when group performance is most at-risk and improving 
TMX when group burnout may be imminent.  
Limitations and Future Research Directions  
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 Although this study has a number of strengths, including temporal separation between 
predictors and outcomes and a relatively large sample size for work group/team research in the 
organizational sciences (cf. Shen, Kiger, Davies, Rasch, Simon, & Ones, 2011), it is not without 
limitations. First, we assessed understaffing and proposed mediators at the same time, though we 
did assess outcomes separately. Thus, these data are cross-sectional and the causal ordering of 
the variables more ambiguous. However, we are unaware of any rationale for why desirable 
leader behaviors (i.e., initiating structure and consideration) would lead to greater perceptions of 
work group understaffing and believe that our proposed ordering is plausible. Additionally, we 
acknowledge that despite the fact that we assessed proposed mediators temporally before 
expected outcomes, the causal ordering of these variables are still ambiguous given that these 
variables were ultimately measured and not manipulated (e.g., performance or burnout may 
influence leader and team actions or there may be reciprocal relationships between these two 
domains). Therefore, we encourage future understaffing research to complement observations or 
surveys in the field with experiments in the lab to enrich our understanding of this phenomenon.  
 Second, although we found evidence of a significant indirect effect between expertise 
understaffing and group burnout via consideration, generally there was limited evidence of 
mediating coping effects. Further, this was mainly because most of the proposed coping 
behaviors were not directly related to group performance and burnout in the current study. This 
is especially surprising given that links between initiating structure and consideration and group 
performance are well-established in the literature (e.g., Judge et al., 2004). We speculate that this 
may simply be due to sampling error given our relatively modest sample size, though we note 
that 96 work groups is larger than the median group/team sample size of 66 among studies 
published in the Journal of Applied Psychology (Shen et al., 2011). It is possible that future 
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research employing larger samples may find, for example, that there are significant indirect 
effects between manpower understaffing and group performance via initiating structure.  
 Third, although we propose that leader consideration and initiating structure and TMX 
reflect behavioral coping responses to understaffing, the measures we employed do not specify 
that these behaviors were undertaken in reaction to (under)staffing conditions. Thus, it may be 
the case that if understaffing tends to naturally co-vary with other workplace stressors, these 
behaviors may reflect general coping strategies or simply typical patterns or habits rather than 
targeted and unique responses to managing understaffing. Regardless, the present study indicates 
that such behaviors have important implications for understaffing-outcome relationships.  
 Finally, in the current study we focus on understaffing at the work group level-of 
analysis, controlling for differences at the organizational level due to the limited number of 
organizations in the present dataset which prevented us from using multi-level modeling to 
examine the impact of different levels of analysis simultaneously (Maas & Cox, 2005). However, 
we recognize that understaffing may also vary meaningfully and systematically at the 
organizational level. Further, organizational-level understaffing (or other organizational-level 
variables, such as human resource policies or practices) may influence the relationship between 
work group understaffing and outcomes. For example, perhaps greater organizational 
understaffing exacerbates the relationship between work group understaffing and negative group 
outcomes, as work groups within these organizations may be less able to draw upon other work 
groups for assistance if everyone is highly stretched for personnel resources. Alternatively, 
perhaps greater organizational understaffing actually weakens the relationship between work 
group understaffing and negative group outcomes, as higher levels of work group understaffing 
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may seem more normative or necessary in these settings. We encourage future research to 
examine these possibilities and, more generally, to explore potential cross-level moderators.    
 
Conclusion 
 Although a large body of research exists on workplace stressors, research on workplace 
understaffing is still in its nascence in many ways. The current study contributes to our growing 
understanding of this prevalent stressor by highlighting that leaders and work groups tend to 
react differently to manpower and expertise understaffing conditions, with some behavioral 
responses appearing to be more effective in promoting group performance and preventing group 
burnout than others. We call for additional research that elucidates the nomological network of 
this stressor as well as interventions that mitigate its potential negative consequences.  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables 
 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Org Dummy 1 - -           
2. Org Dummy 2 - - -.33**          
3. Org Dummy 3 - - -.32** -.32**         
4. Manpower Understaffing 4.05 0.45 -.19 -.01 .22*        
5. Expertise Understaffing 3.14 0.74 -.82** .38** .24* .13       
6. Initiating Structure 3.53 0.31 -.33** .03 .32** .90** .29**      
7. Consideration 3.99 0.44 -.42** .13 .10 .10 .47** .17     
8. TMX 3.38 0.28 -.66** .32** .12 .12 .74** .20* .60**    
9. Subjective Group 
Performance 
4.40 0.56 -.10 .05 .17 -.11 .08 -.08 .12 .03   
10. Common-Rule Group 
Performance 
90.64 4.79 .18 -.33** .26* -.08 -.09 -.05 .04 -.11 .20*  
11. Group Burnout 4.02 0.60 -.26** .45** .44** .05 .27** .16 -.07 .08 .16 -.06 
Note. N = 96 work groups. Common-rule group performance was rated on a percentile scale from 0-100. ** p < .01, * p < .05 
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Table 2. Multiple regression analyses predicting leadership behaviors and team-member exchange from group understaffing 
 Initiating Structure Consideration TMX 
Organizational Dummy 1 -.05 -.11 -.19 
Organizational Dummy 2 -.00 -.09 -.01 
Organizational Dummy 3 .08 -.08 -.10 
Manpower Understaffing .86** .04 .03 
Expertise Understaffing .12 .43* .60** 
    
R
2
 .84 .06 .56 
F (5, 90) 98.85** 5.43** 23.19** 
Note. N = 96 work groups. Coefficients are β’s. ** p < .01, * p < .05.  
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Table 3. Multiple regression analyses examining moderators of work group understaffing-outcomes relationships 
 Subjective Group Performance Common-Rule Group 
Performance 
Group Burnout 
 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 
Organizational Dummy 1 -.04 -.04 .00 .27 .28 .27 .12 .13 .15 
Organizational Dummy 2 .13 .12 .13 -.16 -.18 -.16 .79** .78** .82** 
Organizational Dummy 3 .24 .23 .26 .30* .27* .27* .77** .77** .79** 
Manpower Understaffing -.17 -.19 -.19 -.11 -.09 -.07 -.07 -.10 -.05 
Consideration .17 .17 .24 .15 .13 .11 -.14 -.14 -.10 
TMX -.16 -.12 -.02 .01 .05 -.04 -.08 -.05 -.12 
Manpower X Consideration  .10 .07  .21* .23*  .09 .11 
Manpower X TMX  .01 .02  -.14 -.18  .04 -.06 
TMX X Consideration   .20   -.16   -.16 
Manpower X TMX X Consideration   .01   -.11   -.25* 
          
(Δ) R2 .09 .01 .01 .19 .05 .01 .66 .01 .03 
(Δ) F  1.38 0.47 0.89 3.50** 2.89† 0.56 28.63 1.13 4.07* 
          
Organizational Dummy 1 -.05 -.03  .41* .50**  .20* .27*  
Organizational Dummy 2 .13 .16  -.19 -.20  .77** .78**  
Organizational Dummy 3 .26* .29*  .29* .28*  .76** .77**  
Expertise Understaffing -.08 -.06  .23 .22  .05 .06  
Initiating Structure -.18 -.22  -.09 -.00  -.02 .02  
Consideration .13 .29*  .12 .14  -.18* -.10  
Expertise X Initiating Structure  .02   -.19   -.11  
Expertise X Consideration  .26†   -.00   .11  
          
(Δ) R2 .08 .04  .20 .03  .65 .02  
(Δ) F  1.24 2.00  3.69** 1.40  27.89** 1.93  
Note. N = 96 work groups. Coefficients are β’s. All predictors were standardized for these analyses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, † p < .06 
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Figure 1. Two-way interaction between manpower understaffing and leader consideration in predicting objective group performance 
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Figure 2. Three-way interaction between manpower understaffing, leader consideration, and TMX in predicting group burnout 
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